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ON LOCATION WITH CARROLL AND NANCY O'CONNOR
MISSOULA, MONTANA —
By Virginia Braun
Office of News and Publications
It's hard to imagine him as "Pops." A lovable, liberal kind of
guy who favors gun registration, is against capital punishment and
makes a point of hiring women and blacks.
A gentleman and a scholar.
The kind of guy who when he goes to an Italian restaurant can speak
Italian to the waiter and who, catching a tune from Bizet's "Carmen,"
can burst into song at the table.
Geeeez.
Not the sort of thing you'd expect from the guy who
played Archie Bunker for thirteen years.
In the minds of millions of Americans Carroll O ’Connor is Archie
Bunker.
But Carroll, who in September won the Emmy Award for
Outstanding Lead Actor in A Drama Series for "In the Heat of the
Night," has little in common with the racist, bigoted Archie.
Neither
Is he Bill Gillespie, the fair-minded but crusty Southern police chief
he now portrays, although watching him film his part I'd have sworn
they're one and the same.
I knew nothing of how a television show is produced until Carroll
and his wife Nancy both graduates of the University of Montana, invited
me to Conyers, Ga., where they live seven months of the year filmina
the show.
Nancy, a tall, strikingly handsome woman, was at the Atlanta
airport to pick me up. Although she has blue eyes and fair skin, her
grandmother was part Shawnee, and she talks readily about her Native
American heritage.
As we drove the thirty-minute trip to Conyers Nancy
dialed the studio on her car phone to check Carroll's shooting
schedule, chatting away seemingly into the air, since the mike is
located in the ceiling of the car.
Whizzing east along 1-20 she passed
along news of the high Nielsen ratings that had just come in on the
rail premiere.
The show attracted 31 percent of the audience.
It was
the highest-ated hour drama on NBC last season.
"You know if you were to ask, the single most delightful thing in
my life is the car phone," Nancy said with a laugh.
But contrary to
what you might think, the O ’Connors do not live a life full of leisure
and luxurious things.
Just keeping up with their business affairs is a
full-time ]ob. Nancy is in daily contact with her secretary in Los
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Angeles.
They get mountains of mail, and their phone, which is
answered by machine, rings constantly.
As Bill Gillespie, Carroll stars in the show.
He is also its co
executive producer and head writer.
He writes four or five episodes
and rewrites the rest.
Since he writes under the name Matt Harris, an
Irish ancestor, few people know that he wrote the episode that won him
his latest Emmy.
Exiting off 1-20 Nancy and I turned down a country road.
Up ahead
police cars were stopped on the shoulder, their lights flashing.
I
thought w e ’d come upon a major wreck when Nancy said triumphantly, ”Ah,
here we are."
We met Carroll's van, just as he was being driven to
"Chief Gillespie's cabin." Many of the teamsters who drive the crew
and the equipment are women, Nancy pointed out.
The show also employs
a high proportion of blacks.
Down a tree-lined dirt road stood an old log cabin, which is Chief
Gillespie's house in the show.
Two semis full of cables, lighting and
other equipment and two large motor homes had pulled into a clearing in
front of the house.
A forest of lights and reflecting screens, like
huge medieval banners, illuminated the area.
Some of the "trees" were
actually branches clamped into metal stands to cast the appropriate
shadows.
And milling about everywhere were people, several with
walkie-talkies and headsets.
Carroll had just come from makeup; the tissue paper protecting his
clothes still hung around his neck.
His face was rather orange looking
from the makeup which under the lights makes a person look natural on
the screen.
He s a big bear of a man with piercing blue eyes, who
somehow looks more imposing than his six feet.
Nancy, who leads a busy life of her own and doesn’t often come to
the set, was greeted warmly by cast and crew members.
She knows
everyone from the director to the hairstylists and set handlers; she
knows their children's names, their backgrounds and problems.
The actual filming was like something itself out of a movie. The
director barks out a precise sequence of commands designed to quiet the
set and match the sound with the action, which are recorded separately
and synced according to the clapping of the sticks before the camera.
During the editing process, which takes place in Los Angeles, the
scenes are assembled, matched up with the sound, and enhanced by a
musical score and sound effects.
The first scene is an action shot.
Three Sparta squad cars race
down the road toward the cabin, the tires stopping at sandbags used to
mark the correct spot to accommodate the camera.
The car doors fly
open and the cops race to the cabin, their guns pulled.
Detective
Tibbs s wife stumbles out the door, and the take is over.
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Crystal Fox, who plays the new rookie on the show, can't get her
gun out in the first take, and the scene is repeated three or four
times until the director, E.W. Swackhamer, says "Cut and print it." I
expected the camera to move into the house for the next scene, but the
interior of the house is shot on a set back in the studio.
The next scene, which happened to be the closing scene, involved
the four principal actors: Carroll, the chief; Alan Autry, Bubba;
Detective Tibbs, Howard Rollins; and Anne-Marie Johnson, Tibbs's wife.
During reheaisal, Carroll adlibs the final line: "Pete Fourragere's
daughter just got out of the Marines," delivered with the chief's wry
wit, and the cast breaks up laughing.
"I wonder how many people will
catch that,
he said.
Since I didn't, he explained that "fourragere"
is a French word for the shoulder braids worn on certain military
uniforms.
Carroll, who studied English and history at the University of
Montana during 1948-1949 before completing his degree in history at
University College in Dublin, occasionally slips in a scholarly
reference just for fun.
Both he and Nancy hold advanced degrees.
Carroll earned a master’s in speech at UM in 1956, and in 1985 the
University of Montana awarded him an honorary doctorate.
Nancy, who
received a bachelor's in fine arts and drama in from UM in 1950'
completed her master's in art education, with honors, at Trinitv
College in Dublin.
y
Filming these two scenes took more than two hours.
Every minute
of film takes about an hour and a half to shoot, and while the show
runs only forty-five and a half minutes, some weeks require more than
ninety hours of work.
Each episode takes seven days to film, with only
Sundays off, and costs a little over $1 million to produce.
The cast
has been working since Aug. 8, and not quite half of this season’s
twenty-two shows have been filmed.
It will take seven months and
several directors to do an entire season of shows.
Most of the
directors direct one or two episodes.
They spend one week scouting
locations and familiarizing themselves with the script, and another
week filming.
Swackhamer, who is considered one of the best directors
in the business, was just finishing up the two episodes he directed
this season.
It was nearly dusk before the day's shoot was over.
One of the
drivers brought Nancy's car around, and Carroll, who had been on the
set almost ten hours, was visibly tired as he climbed in the
passenger's side.
"It shows you how hard everyone works and how much detail goes
into a well-done show, which this one is," Nancy said as we drove off.
Heading home, Nancy pulled into a service station.
more
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attendants sprang into action, washing the windshield, checking the oil
and pumping the gas.
"Boy, you don't see service like this in
Montana," I said.
Carroll turned and said, "You don't see it in
Georgia, either."
Carroll is recognized wherever he goes.
While we waited, a man
came over and asked for an autograph.
Another brought his handicapped
son over to say hello.
I asked Carroll if he gets tired of being
approached by strangers.
"People are all pretty nice, you know," he
said with a sigh.
Carroll and Nancy and many of the leading cast members live in a
new subdivision in Conyers.
The O'Connors lease a small furnished onebedroom, one-den house with a two-car garage.
Nancy obviously misses
her home in Malibu--actually she and Carroll own four houses in
California and keep an apartment in New York.
The Conyers house is all
white and off-white, and neat and tidy as a hotel.
In front of the
fireplace in the vaulted living room stood a spectacular three-foothigh floral arrangement, a gift from co-star Rollins.
Nancy and Carroll's twenty-seven-year-old son Hugh lives nearby
and costars in the show.
He was born in Italy when Nancy and Carroll
were filming "Cleopatra." As a teen-ager he suffered from Hodgkin's
disease and went through a couple years of uncomfortable treatments.
Moving along now with his own career, he says he's learned a lot from
his father but isn't trying to emulate him.
"I'm just trying to
develop what I have." Music is "probably my main love," he says.
After Carroll had showered and changed we drove to Michelangelo's,
an Italian restaurant located in an old Victorian house on Railroad
Street.
Over eggplant parmigiana I asked Carroll, a native New Yorker,
how he happened to come to Montana.
In 1948 he came to Chinook to visit the family of a girlfriend
whom he had met in New York.
The romance ended but his girlfriend's
mother urged him to go to Missoula to the University and sent him to
see G.D. Shallenberger, a popular mathematics professor.
Carroll had
attended Wake Forest College before World War II at age sixteen.
Aspiring to a career in journalism he joined the staff of The New York
Times and worked his way up from copy boy to makeup assistant before he
was obliged to do service in the war.
He says, "I saw Humphrey Bogart
in a movie about the Merchant Marine so I became a merchant seaman."
AT UM Carroll studied journalism for one guarter before switching
to English and drama.
He was an assistant editor of and a regular
columnist for the Kaimin and a member of the Sigma Phi Epsilon
fraternity.
He also was a member of the Montana Masquers and appeared
in several campus productions, including "Life with Father." Nancy,
who was working in costumes, remembered their meeting:
more
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"He was cast as the minister.
I was getting heck because I hadn't
gotten his measurements.
I saw him walking by Main Hall, and said:
'Carroll O'Connor you're getting me in trouble.
Stop right now.
I
want to get your chest measurements.'
That evening he came by and
asked if I would like a ride home.
We went with each other from then
An

"

Bob Sias of Missoula, who had met Carroll in New York before he
came to UM, remembers Carroll was "brilliant and articulate" at UM.
He
hasn’t changed much over the years, Sias says.
"He's always been the
same.
He looks about the same, except his hair was dark back then."
In the summer of 1949 Carroll went to Dublin to help his younger
brother Hugh who also attended UM for a while, get established at the
Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland.
After going into medical
practice in Toledo, Ohio, Hugh was killed in a motorcycle accident.
Carroll's other brother Robert is a psychiatrist.
Carroll, whose
ancestry is pure Irish (his mother's maiden name was also O'Connor),
liked Ireland and stayed and finished his degree at University College
Dublin.
He and Nancy were separated for a year while she completed her
degree at UM.
For a wedding present Nancy's family gave her the money
to join Carroll in Dublin where she and he were married on July 28,
After graduation Carroll acted with the Dublin Gate Theatre for
three years.
While working on her master's in education at Trinity
College, Nancy taught part time at the Ballsbridge Masonic School for
Girls and then worked full time at the Abbey Theatre as assistant set
designer, while also doing some acting.
In 1954 the O'Connors moved to New York City where they found
theater work hard to get.
They lived in a cold-water flat while Nancy
taught school on the rough Lower East Side and Carroll, who substitute
taught, looked for acting jobs. On a visit to Nancy's family in 1955,
Carroll was offered a graduate assistantship at UM, so he decided to
get a master s in speech.
Nancy, meanwhile, worked as art supervisor
for Missoula's elementary schools.
In 1960 Warner Brothers brought Carroll to Hollywood for his first
important film role.
He played mainly drama before creating the
immortal Archie Bunker in 1971 and has twenty-six motion picture
credits^including "Lonely are the Brave," "Waterhole #3," and "Kelly's
Heroes." His television career began with performances on the "U.S
Steel Hour" and "Kraft Theatre."
In 1958 Nancy designed costumes for and was in the cast of the
original "Ulysses in Nighttown," directed by Burgess Meredith.
A year
later she acted in another Meredith Broadway production, "God and Kate
more
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Murphy.” After Hugh was born she chose to devote her energies to her
family, and she continues to play a major role in Carroll's career.
In addition to acting and set designing, Nancy draws and paints
and shares a studio with another artist in Conyers.
She also takes a
lot of quiet satisfaction in the work she does for charities and non
profit institutions, including the Neighbors of Watts child-care
centers.
She's a trustee for the Actors Fund of America, the oldest
theatrical charity in the world, and a founder of the Friends of the
John Wayne Cancer Clinic at UCLA, which successfully treated her son
and her brother for cancer.
This April the clinic will present its
special service award, the "Duke” award, to the O'Connors at their
annual fund-raiser, The Odyssey Ball.
In 1980 Nancy began the complicated task of gathering together all
the photographic work of her grandfather, Fred E. Miller.
As an
adopted member of the Crow tribe, Miller photographed the Crows during
the last years of their traditional plains life from 1898 to 1912. The
negatives, auctioned off after Miller's death in 1936, were thought to
have been lost, but in 1980 Nancy was able to round up 140 glass
plates.
At the University of Montana's homecoming in 1985 she opened
an exhibit of Miller's work which later toured the country.
She also
assembled and produced the catalog for the exhibit.
Over the next two days Nancy showed me around Covington, the small
Southern town where "Heat” is filmed, and the film studio.
The studio
is an enormous warehouse set on three or four acres.
Visiting the studio by myself one morning, I was afraid the police
outside might not let me in, until I remembered these were "Sparta”
police.
A red light posted outside the door tells a visitor when it's
safe to enter.
When the light is on, the crew is filming, and you
can't go in. As I stepped into the cavernous building, which is eerily
quiet and dark, I discovered the corridor is actually a set--a hospital
corridor.
Taking a couple of turns, I found the Sparta police station,
the Magnolia Cafe, the chief's house, the Tibbs's house, Bubba's
bedroom and the jail.
The props are all authentic, right down to the
precinct maps, the fingerprint chart and the fire extinguisher on the
wall.
In the cafe there is real bubble gum in the candy jars on the
counter and there are real canned goods on the shelves.
Only the
ceilings look different--there aren't any.
The cast and crew treat the O'Connors like family.
They
affectionately call Carroll "Pops” and Nancy "Miz Nancy.” The actors
have enormous respect for Carroll's talent, for his willingness to
listen to suggestions and the help he gives to others.
"He's got a good heart.
I don't mean that as a pun,” Alan Autry,
who plays Bubba, said.
Carroll had sextuple bypass heart surgery in
March.
When the doctors told him he needed the operation, Carroll
more
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asked to have it done the next day.
"I was so ignorant I wasn't scared
of anything," Carroll says.
"I didn't even know what was bypassed."
Other co-workers call him a master teacher, "the ultimate actor,"
someone who can "move people."
"He is very, very alive," says Swackhamer.
"Being alive is a very
hard thing for an actor to get to be, because most of them play at it;
they don't really live it. Carroll lives it."
Carroll says it's a matter of concentration.
"After a long time
at it you're able to switch onto a certain channel in your head--the
reality channel, all you've learned about your character."
The praise critics have for the show comes from its dealing with
racial problems in the South, not, as Jack Hurst recently wrote in the
Chicago Tribune, "with the nauseating heavy-handedness of typical
Hollywood, but rather with a subtlety and indirection more
characteristic of the small-town American himself.
Many episodes
ostensibly concern something else altogether, but the theme of white
and black working together for the protection of both in Mississippi is
the common thread through every one."
A Southerner himself, Hurst said: "To my mind the show
unflinchingly deals with issues that are or at least should be, at the
center of consciousness not only in today's South, but the rest of the
nation as well. The rest of the nation never has dedicated itself to
the same sort of social reconstruction it has required of the South."
While Carroll says, "I don't think I'll ever play a better role
for me than Archie," he finds Chief Gillespie to be a more complex,
interesting character.
What would Archie think of Chief Gillespie?
"Oh, I think he would like him.
Archie was prejudiced in favor of
law enforcement officers in general...Gillespie, I think, is a much
deeper character than Archie.
Archie might never get to know him."
In addition to racism the show has dealt with other controversial
subjects, such as sexism and capital punishment, which Carroll opposes.
Some critics have cited the show for its violence, to which Carroll
admits, but he says, "I think guns ought to be registered.
"I don't
think guns should be so easily obtainable."
While I was visiting Conyers a fourteen-year-old boy shot and
killed a young mother who was delivering pizzas to his house.
The town
was shocked and outraged.
"I feel compassion for the killer, too,"
said Carroll.
"He's just a boy.
He's been psychologically neglected."
Politically Carroll jokes about being a "yellow dog Democrat"—
someone who would vote for a yellow dog if it were a Democrat.
Carroll
more
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makes few public endorsements, but he was the guest star
fund-raiser for Max Cleland, the disabled former head of
Administration and current secretary of state in Georgia,
visit.
Cleland, who met and became friends with Carroll
is running for his third term as secretary of state.

at an evening
the Veterans'
during my
in California,

Carroll says his current schedule doesn't allow him much time to
do anything but work.
He won't be able to go to Hollywood Jan. 7 when,
as one of the century's most influential actors, he'll be inducted into
the Television Hall of Fame.
During his career Carroll has won four
other Emmys (all for comedy), had eight Emmy nominations, a Golden
Globe and a Peabody Award.
He starred in, produced and wrote the 1973
Hallmark Hall of Fame Special "The Last Hurrah," which he says is
probably his favorite work, though some of the most prominent critics
disliked it.
At age sixty-five he's still vigorous and active, but he says, "I
feel like retiring soon.
It's too much.
I should not be using so much
of my time to produce a TV show."
On Sunday, the day I left Conyers and Carroll's only day off, he
was still engrossed in work, critiguing "dailies," the raw footage from
the previous day's filming.
As long as Carroll continues to do his
show, work will command his full attention.
His commitment to the
people and the high guality of the show won't allow him to settle for
less.
"When I go off the air I want it to be my own wish, not the wish
of a weary public," he says.
###
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